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Using Transitions in Program Planning: A Practical
Approach

lndividualization of curriculum resutits in

the need to answer fundamental questions
about curriculum content. This paper
presents a theoretical framework and
practical suggestions for determining what to
teacn students with severe and multiple
handicaps. A focus on life transitions,
changes in environmental requirements is
discussed as a critical requirement for
determining appropriate instructionai
content.

Curriculum Models

Curriculum refers to the content of
o.Jucation. Simply stated it describes what will
be taught in an instructional program. As
such, itis a fundamental question for any
teacher and ctudent. in general, education
has rasponded to this question by identifying
curricula for large groups of students (?. g.,
the high-school geometry curriculum, the
third grade reading curnriculum). The methods
of teaching these may differ, but the content
remains the same for all students in the
designated group. Some students, however,
have special needs that require
individualization of the curriculum. Tt 2 set of
objectives that make up a student’s individual
Education Program may be thought of as a
private curriculum guiding that student's
instruction.

Educators require guidelines for
determination of appropriate content. Several
models have been used to help select this
content. A developmntal model
determines curriculum content according to
the most common sequence of davelopment
(Brinker, 1985). A major assumption is that
aithough the rate of learning may ditfer, the
sequence remains the same for all peopie. By
studying no.mal human growth and
development we 3elect curriculum content.
The model has some major disadvantages.
First, if we assume that the rate of ieaming is
slowed for handicapped Iearners, but the
sequence remains the same, the gap

between the normal and handicapped learner
grows larger over time This learner must leam
all of the same content at a slower rate and
therefore falis further and further behind.
Second, the content of the tralning program
inay be inappropriate for the age of the
learner. For example, teaching a young adult
to crawl, merely because this skill has not
previously been mastered, may provide no
functional advantage, contributes to the
deviant appearance of the individual's
behavior, and use valuzable instructional time
that might be spent on another more age-
appropriate objective. As a result of these
factors, the davelopmantal mode! becomes
less acceptable with increasing age and with
increasing severity of disability.

The behavioral model has been
discussed &s an aiternative to the
deveiopmental model. it does not require that
objectives follow a developmental mode!.
Behaviorism, however, is a method of
instruction, not really a curriculum model. It
can be used to teach any curriculum content
and therefore provides little direction in
selecting appropriate instructional content.

A categorical model attempts to
determine curriculum content based on the
nature of the learner's disability. Thus all blind
students are taught the same objective, all
deaf students are taught the same objective,
and all severely handicapped students are
taught the same objectives. Undeniably,
there is some logic to this process. Many
deaf students will benefit from learning a
manual language, many blind students will
benefit from learning braille, and many
students with severe handicaps will benefit
from learning to dress themselves
independently. Still, this approach fails to
adequately individualize to meet the needs of
specific students and their environments. For
example, some deaf students also need to
leamn braille.

An environmental model
sometimes called an ecological model
bases curriculum content on the individual
and the requirements of the individual's




environments (Brinker, 1985). Since the
primary focus is on the requirements that the
environment places on those that inhabit it, it
is referred to as a "top down" approach
(Sobsey & McDonald, 1988), one that it is
consistent with the principle of normalization
and the practice »f maximizing integration.
Ecological inventory is a form of assessment
used determine the skills or critical functions
that a fully-functioning member of society
normally performs in the environments that
the leamer inhabits. A discrepancy analysis is
used to determine the differences between
the the learner's current levels of
performance and those identified as
important in the ecological inventory. These
become the objectives for the learner's
Individual Educational Program, a private
curriculum, relevant to the learner's own
needs.

Ecological Inventory

The ecological inventory involves five
levels (Orelove & Sobsey, 1987). One, the
environments are grouped into major
functional areas. Two, these areas are
broken into specific environments in each
domain. These should include all curren’
environments plus those which the person is
expected to enter in the future. Three,
environments are broken into more specific
subenvironments. Four. activities that
normally take place are identified for each
subenvironment. Five, skills or critical
functions are identified for each activity. This
may be best iliustrated in the partiai examples
inYable 1.

DOMAINS:
DOMESTIC
VOCATIONAL/EDUCATIONAL
LEISURE/RECREATIONAL
COMMUNITY

COMMUNITY ENVIRONMENTS:
SHOPPING WMALL
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BUS STATION
McDONALDS
STREETS
SIDEWALKS
GROCERY STORE
AND SO ON...

GROCERY
SUBENVIRONMENTS:
ENTRANCEWAY
DRY GOODS SECTION
DAIRY CASE
MEAT DEPARTMENT
FROZEN FOODS
BAKERY
CHECK OUT
AND SO ON....

CHECK OUT ACTIVITIES:
WAIT IN LINE
BUY PERIODICAL
SOCIALIZE WITH CLERK
PAY FOR GROCERIES
AND SO ON...
PAY FOR GROCERIES
FUNCTIONS:
LISTEN TO PRICE
GET OUT CHECK BOOK
OPEN TO NEXT CHEQUE
WRITE IN AMOUNT
AND SO ON....

——

Table 1. Partial examples from an ecological
inventory.

Many similar partial examplas of
ecological inventories can be found in the
literature, but complete examples are more
difficult to find (e.g., Falvey, 1986; Orelove &
Sobsey, 1987; Sobsey 1987). This may be a
related to the demanding requirements of
completing one. In reviewing over sixty partial
ecological inventories, the author found
some characteristics data that may be useful
in estimating how extensive a complete one
would be. Table 2 lists mean numbers of
entries in various categories of entries in the




partial examples found.

ECOLOGICAL INVENTORY

COMPORNENT MEAN
ENTRIES

DOMAINS 4.0
CURRENT & FUTURE 2.0
ENVIRONMENTS 5.4
SUBENVIRONMENTS 11.7
ACTIVITIES 7.8
“UNCTIONS 12.9

Table 2. Mean number of entrles In
component categories for ecological
Inventorles.

Based on these figures the average
complete ecological inventory would have
four domains, eight current and future
domains, 123 environments, 1,441
subenvironments, 11,243 activities, and
145,038 critical functions. The average
instructor preparing complete ecolugical
inventories for 6 students would write
4,549,632 words equivalent to about 75
novels of 60,000 words each and require
1,516 hours to type at 50 words per minute.

Even if it were possible to generate such
a huge list of objectives, attempting to teach
them all would be a much larger task. Some
strategy would be required for narrowing
down the curriculum content to the most
essential objectives.

With these figures in mind, it is no longer
surprising that it is difficult to find more
complete examples, and the practical utility of
the entire process may be legitimately
questioned. Still it would be extremely
unfortunate if this promising method for
determination of curriculum were abandoned.

One promising solution lies in the limiting
the ecological inventory to a smaller number
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of envircnments, subenvironments and
activities. Transitions may be used as a key to
determine which environments to study. By
determining a primary focus for instruction,
they can shape the entire curriculum process.

TRANSITIONS

in the last ten years, kfe transitions have
become a focus in society and more
specifically in special education.
7ranglitions refer to changes in
environmental requirements that an
individual experiences. Tha individual may be
exposed to a new environment or the
requirements of an existing environment may
be attered. In either case the individual must
adapt.

Everyone in society experiences
transitions and must adapt to them. People
with severe disabilities often experience
greater difficulty and require more time
adapting, but the process is generally the
same for all members of society. In an
environmental approach to curriculum, this
adaptaticn is the centra} focus of the
educational process.

Predictable, age-appropriate
transitions are part of everyone's life.
Many children move from home to day care,
day care to elementary school, and
elementary schoo! to middle schooi. Youth
and young aduits move frcm middle school to
high school, and high school to work or
university. They also move from supervised
living with their natural families to an
unsupervised apartment or house. Stiil later
in life, they may make the transition from work
to retirement.

Normalizing transitions are moves
to less restrictive environments. These may
include a move from a foster home to the
natural family, a group home to foster home,
or institution to group home. Similarly, the
move may be to less restrictive educational,
vocational or recreaticnal environments.

Backward transitions are moves to
more restrictive environments  Although
undesirable, they are facts of life for many




individuals with disabilities when they can no
longer be maintained in their less restrictive
environmants. For example, # an individual
can no longer be maintained in his or her
natural family, a transition to foster care, a
group home or ever an institutional seiting
may follow. Curriculum content shouid be
aimad toward prevention of backward
transitions and facilitation of predictable,
age- appropriate, and normalizing transitions.
Therefore, the recognition of approaching
transitions is vital to the determination of
focus for the curricuium.

PROGRAM PLANNING

A number of steps are useful in program
planning. [1] Use a period of about the next
three years for considering transitions. {2}
Check for potential backward transitions. [3]
the potential for a backward transition exists,
determine the skills or functions that would
be most useful in preventing it using
ecological inventory and discrepancy
analysis, if required. In some cases ihe
required skills or functions may be clearly
identified by the decision makers and
caregivers in the current environment. These
skills and functions become the primary focus
of the curriculum.

For example, if parents report that they
don't know if they can keep there child at
home for another three years and
institutionalization may be necessary,
determine what skills would decrease the
probability of institutionalization. 1 it is
determined that toilet-training wouid
decrease the probability of
institutionalization, it becomes an important
component of the curriculum,

[4] If no potential backward transition
can be identified or if additional space
remains in the student’s curriculum, the same
three year period is assessed for predictable
age-appropriate transitions. [5] If such a
transition is forthcoming, environmental
alternatives are identified , and the most
normal, optimistic, but possible alternative
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environment is selecied. [6] Ecological
inventory of this environment a&and
discrepancy analysis foliow to determine the
skills or functions that are most essential to
faciltating the transition to this environment.

For example, #f a child will reach high
school-age in the next three years. An
ecological inventory and discrepancy analysis
may be used to determine what the student
must learn fo adapt successfully to the high-
school environment. if no, age-appropriate,
predictable transitions saem tkely in the rext
three years, or if there is more space in the
student’s program, the potential for
movement to less rastrictive environments
shoulcd T2 considered.

{71 Yhe studen's current environments
should be examined to determine if they
represent the least restrictive alternatives. [8]
It not, transition must be considered to a less
restrictive alternative. Although there has
usually been an assumption that the
progression should be step-by-step, there is
little data that suggests that intermediate,
"semi-integrated” environments are
necessary or even very helpful in facilitating
ultimate ad: _.tation to more normal
clternatives. Therefore, the most normal
aiternative should be considered before a
smaller step. [9] In either case, the transition
will require planning. Ecological inventory and
discrepancy analysis should be applied to
determine the most useful objectives to
facilitate the the transition to the new
environment.

The question arises regarding what to
teach students who are not facing likely
backward transitions or predictable age-
appropriate transitions, and are already fully
integrated into normal, least restrictive
environments. This questior. will generally be
theoretical, because most inclividuals will face
transitions relfated to at least one of these
three areas in the next three years. If not,
however, two planning strategies should be
considered. First, the three year period may
be extended slightly in some cases. If a major
transition seems very fikely in four or even




five vears, and no more immediate transition
has been identitied, the planning period may
be extended to the next transition.
Alternatively, attention should focus on
enhancing adjustment in one or more current
environment. The initial focus on preventing
backward transitions stresses those critical
skills and functions required for minimal
acceptable behavior in *he current
environments. Where these minima! levels
are met of surpassed, additional skils may still
enhance adjustment.

For example, a child may be accepted in
his or her natural family who sits quietly and
does very little. Aithough this behavior is
tolerated, more active participation may
enhance adjustment and improve the quality
of life for th2 child and family. Smiling and
carrying on a simple conversation tnay not be
a minimum requirement for maintaining this
child in the home, but it might make Iife a little
more enjoyabie for the entire family.

Even when determining functions for
facilitating transitions or praventing backward
transitions, it may difficult to decide which are
most critical for adaptation. Special education
has generally defined on motoric, self-care
skills as functional, but failed to recgnize the
importance of social skills. Being able to smile
and play may contribute much more to a
child's adaptation to the home than beirg
able to put on a shirt independently.

INSTRUCTIONAL METHODS

The environmental approach to
curriculum aiso has implications for
instructional methods.Social integration
should be the major goal of education for
students with disabilities. It is the major goal of
public education for all students. If we are
going to teach them to participate in society,
we must use methods consistent with this
goal. Taking students out of natural
environments is not a sensible way of
preparing them to function in those
environments. immersion in fully integrated
school and community settings can be an
extremely powerful instructional strategy,
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even without supplementary support or
intervention. Integration is a necessary
component of meaningful instructional
design in an ecological mode!l. Integration
al.ne is not sufficient, however, to ensure
appropriate instruction or adequate leaming.
St-ategies must be developed for applying
the power of traditional behavioral, repaated
practice programs along with immersion in
appropriate environments.

Gradually methods for combining the
best aspects of these strategies are
emerging. Environmental immersion is being
combined with incidental teaching, delay
procedures, graduated guidance, smalil
group instruction, positive approaches to
behavior management, interrupted
sequence procedures, graduated guidance,
ard a wide variety of additional procedures.

Such combinations show great promise
for future instruction within an environmentai
framework. Instruction aimed at facilitating
transitions may use such combinaticns,
providing at least partial participation in the
future environment whenever possible.

SUMMARY

This paper has presented information on
the environmental curriculum model. This
mocel has many strong points in deiermining
curriculum content, but becomes impractical
to camy out comprehensively. Transitions may
be used to focus environmental assessment
and curriculum development on a few critical
environments and skills. Backward
transitions, predictable, age-appropriate
transitions, and normalizing transitions must
all be considered in planning reievant
instructional programs.
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